Symptoms and functional status of patients with disseminated cancer visiting outpatient departments.
Considerable research has focused on pain and other symptoms in terminal cancer patients referred to hospices and palliative care services. These patients differ from Dutch cancer patients in the palliative stage of their disease because the latter are cared for by general practitioners at home and medical specialists in outpatient departments. To clarify the experience of these Dutch patients, a study was started to investigate the prevalence and severity of pain and other symptoms as well as the functional status of consecutive patients visiting oncology outpatient departments for follow-up. After randomization, one group (I) of patients was interviewed at home by a general practitioner using structured questionnaires. The other group (II) received the questionnaires by mail, and scored the symptoms independently. The results of the symptom assessment show that patients in groups I and II suffered 2.4 (SD = 1.7) and 2.8 (SD = 2.0) symptoms, respectively. Between 30% and 40% of all patients reported constipation, nausea, loss of appetite, coughing, and dyspnea. These percentages were 50% lower when only moderate, severe, or extremely distressing symptoms were included. Sixty percent of all patients had pain, and 20% indicated a daytime pain score of 5 or greater on a scale of 0 to 10. Functional status was measured by the COOPWONCA charts; the mean score for the charts "physical fitness" and "daily activities" was 1.5 points lower for cancer patients than a random sample from the community of the same age and gender. The findings of this study should motivate doctors to put more energy in symptom assessment and interventions in palliative care.